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MARY ELLEN DENMON

Reading: Just Do It
Mary Ellen Denmon, a former Michigan resident, is
a speech pathologist in Galveston and Houston, Texas,
and a doctoral student at the University of Houston.

I

was puzzled the first time I heard the adage
"The way to learn to read is to read." Isn't
that a dichotomy? Can students really learn
to read by reading? Indeed, they can, and they
have proved it to me repeatedly over the years.
I attended reading methods classes in college
and relentlessly immersed myself in a semester of student teaching. I knew how to teach a
child how to read. Then I was hired as a Resource Room teacher, specializing in the area
of reading remediation. Children who qualified
under federal guidelines for additional help in
reading would come to my classroom for individual or small group instruction.
In this assignment I was privy to the first
glimmer about the truth of that old saying, "The
way to learn to read is to read." But to read
what? I learned that I could not pull out the stateapproved basal series, a combination of
grade-level reading textbooks and a teaching
guide, to instruct my charges. The reason that
the students were with me was that they were
having difficulty reading that very book. They
were also savvy enough to know if I tried to
slip them an off-grade-level version of theseries. I would be met with complaints of, "That's
for babies," or a horrified "My little sister is
reading that!"

Alternative Reading Materials
Luckily for me, I shared my classroom with
an angel. That angel's name was Janet. She was
my co-teacher. She taught me that children
might be inclined to read what is interesting to
them. Janet suggested that I interview my students to find out what they liked. Years later I
would teach college students who were preparing to be elementary school teachers the same
concept in the form of the Reading Interest Inventory. This tool enables a teacher to choose
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materials that are not only at the right grade level
for the student, but will also be engaging for
him. Janet showed me how to hunt the book
room for out-of-adoption books. We could locate volumes that were not identifiable as
"baby" texts. We also hunted for special education materials. Since these materials are often
purchased with federal funds, purging them
when they are no longer derigueur is not allowed. Therefore, decades of materials often
languish in a forgotten cupboard. We actually
found the same version of the SRA Reading
Laboratory that I had used in sixth grade many
years ago. Yes, it was old! However, its short
passages with accompanying brief comprehension questions in an extremely organized format
was just the thing for some of our students, particularly those who had difficulty attending to
and finishing tasks.

The Role of Interest
On the successful completion of special assignments, there were rewards for the students.
The interesting thing was that the reward was
actually more reading. In this case, it was
couched in topics that were really "cool" to the
student. The student would be rewarded with
the opportunity to "retire" to a comfortable corner of the room and choose recreational reading
materials. Some of the selections offered were
high-interest, low-readability materials that
were on loan from the school library. These are
usually short books on a topic, such as the life
of a popular sports figure, that are written on a
lower-grade reading level. The reading level is
not obvious or embarrassing to the student since
the level of interest is age appropriate.
Interest is of utmost importance in choosing
reading materials. I once tutored a medical student who was probably one of the few truly
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dyslexic individuals that I have met. His reading was so impaired that ifhe was driving in an
unfamiliar city he had to be accompanied. He
could not read the street signs and directions
fast enough to navigate around an unknown
area. However, even with this handicap, he had
attained the status of a medical student. His
medical texts were challenging to him but be
could access information from them. One reason that he could glean knowledge from them
was his high level of interest in medicine. Another reason was his prior knowledge of
medicine. His father was a physician and the
young man had worked in his father's office
for a number of years.
At the other end of the spectrum was a severely
handicapped boy. I helped him learn that the room
labeled "MEN" was the place that he must go to
take care of his AD Ls or "Activities of Daily Living" independently. I used the motivation of need
and practicality to motivate his learning.

Prior Knowledge
Prior knowledge is something that I learned
to investigate when I moved to Houston. My
first professional assignment was in an inner
city school. I asked one of my students what
city he lived in. He told me it was "Cuney
Homes." "Cuney Homes" was the neighborhood housing project. A story about the Allen
brothers, who founded Houston, would probably not be engaging to that child, as his prior
knowledge had big gaps in it
Pre-reading discussions are imperative with
challenged readers to determine where holes in
knowledge exist. These spots can then be addressed through videos, photos, maps, and the
Internet. Filling these gaps can take some of
the fear out of reading. Some struggling readers avoid contact with books because of
difficulties they have encountered. In such cases
the teacher must be a detective, spotting the
difficulties and helping with them. For example,
I have listened to children read out loud and
heard them falter when they came to
multisyllabic words. The length of the word itself can be frightening. With some training in
decoding these words, the confidence of these
children grew.
VoLUME

Nothing Succeeds Like Success
Websters 9th New Collegiate Dictionary, (a
legacy from my father, who was a more voracious reader than I am) defines "oxymoron" as
"a combination of contradictory or incongruous words." Am I faced with another
oxymoron-like statement when I say: "Nothing succeeds like success"? I think not. When I
finished my bachelor's degree, I was not planning to pursue further education. I told my
professors good-bye and thanked them. However, the next semester found me in their
graduate classes. In the interim I had reflected:
"That bachelor's wasn't so bad. Maybe I can
get a master's."
Success is also important in reading. The
confidence that comes from finishing a highinterest, low-readability sports figure's
biography may give a youngster the confidence
to tackle a short chapter book. That activity may
spawn the desire to try a longer text.
In whatever setting you teach reading, you
will have some children who need extra help.
You can give those students:
•
Alternative reading materials
•
High-interest topics
•
Information to fill in gaps in prior
knowledge.
Then you can tell your students, "The way
to learn to read is to read."
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Michigan Reading Association

45 th Annual Conference
March 10-13, 2001

2001: A Learning Odyssey
Amway Grand Plaza Hotel, Grand Center and Courtyard by Marriott
Grand Rapids, Michigan
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Early Literacy
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Adult Literacy
Family Literacy

Planet MRA
MEAP
General Session featured speakers:
Hanoch McCarty
Paula Danziger
Bernard Harris
Nancy Johnson
Richard Ramsey
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Title 1
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Special Events

Richard Gentry
Alfie Kohn

College Credit through Central Michigan University.
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For more information, visit our web site: www.iserv.net/~mraread
Or call 800-MRA-READ

Coming soon: On-line registration for the conference.
Please keep checking the web site.
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